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(57) Abstract: An apparatus for responding to a current user command associated with one of a plurality of task/domains. The 
apparatus comprises: a digital storage device that stores cumulative feedback data gathered from multiple users during previous op- 
erations of the apparatus and segregated in accordance with the plurality of task/domains; a first digital logic device that determines 
the current task/domain with which the current user command is associated; a second digital logic device that determines a current 
response to the current user command on the basis of that portion of the stored cumulative feedback data associated with the current 
task/domain; a first communication interface that communicates to the user the current response; and a second communication in- 
terface that receives from the user current feedback data regarding the current response. The current feedback data is added to the 
cumulative feedback data stored in the digital storage device and associated with the current task/domain. 
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TITLE 

TASK/ DOMAIN SEGMENTATION 
IN APPLYING FEEDBACK TO COMMAND CONTROL 

5 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Field of the Invention 

10 The present invention is directed to an improved method 
and apparatus for the utilization of user feedback 
particularized to a specified or inferred task, to improve 
the ability to respond accurately to user commands. 

15 Description of the Related Art 

The development of the World Wide Web (hereinafter, the 
Web) , a subset of the Internet that includes all connected 
servers offering access to Hypertext Transfer Protocol 
20 (HTTP) space, has greatly increased the popularity of the 
Internet in recent years. To navigate the Web, browsers 
have been developed that enable a user of a client 
computer connected to the Internet to download Web pages 
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( i.e. , data files on server electronic systems) written in 
HyperText Mark-Up Language (HTML) . Web pages may be 
located on the Web by means of their electronic addresses, 
known as Uniform Resource Locators (URLs), which uniquely 
5 identify the location of a resource (web page) within the 
Web. Each URL consists of a string of characters defining 
the protocol needed to access the resource ( e.g. , HTTP), a 
network domain name, identification of the particular 
computer on which the resource is located, and directory 
10 path information within the computer's file structure. 
The domain name is assigned by Network Solutions 
Registration Services after completion of a registration 
process. 

15 Search engines have been developed to assist persons using 
the Web in searching for web pages that may contain useful 
information. One type of search engine, exemplified by 
Altavista, Lycos, and Hotbot, uses search programs, called 
"web crawlers", "web spiders", or "robots", to actively 

20 search the Web for pages to be indexed, which are then 

retrieved and scanned to build indexes. Most often this 
is done by processing the full text of the page and 
extracting words, phrases, and related descriptors (word 
adjacencies, frequencies, etc.). This is often 

25 supplemented by examining descriptive information about 

the Web document contained in a tag or tags in the header 
of a page. Such tags are known as "metatags" and the 
descriptive information contained therein as "metadata" . 
Another type of search engine, exemplified by Yahoo 

30 (www.yahoo.com), does not use web spiders to search the 

web. Instead, these search engines compile directories of 
web sites that editors deem to be of interest to the users 
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of the service and the search is performed using only the 
editor-compiled directory or directories. Both types of 
search engines output a listing of search results believed 
to be of interest to the user, based upon the search term 
or terms that the user input to the engine. 

Recently, search engines such as DirectHit 
(www.directhit.com) have introduced feedback and learning 
techniques to increase the relevancy of search results. 
DirectHit purports to use feedback to iteratively modify 
search result rankings based on which search result links 
are actually accessed by users. Another factor 
purportedly used in the DirectHit service in weighting the 
results is the amount of time the user spends at the 
linked site. The theory behind such techniques is that, 
in general, the more people that link on a search result, 
and the longer the amount of time they spend there, the 
greater the likelihood that users have found this 
particular site relevant to the entered search terms. 
Accordingly, such popular sites are weighted and appear 
higher in subsequent result lists for the same search 
terms . 

The Lycos search engine (www.lycos.com) also uses 
feedback, but only at the time of crawling, not in ranking 
of results. In the Lycos search engine , as described in 
U.S. Patent No. 5,748,954, priority of crawling is set 
based upon how many times a listed web site is linked to 
from other web sites. The Google search engine 
(www.google.com) and IBM's Clever system use such 
information to rank possible hits for a search query. 
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Two of the important techniques available to assist in 
locating desired Web resources will be referred to 
hereinafter as discovery searching and signifier mapping. 
In discovery searching, a user desires all r or a 
5 reasonable number of, web sites highly relevant to entered 
search terms. In such searching, the criterion for a 
successful search is that as many of the highly relevant 
web sites as possible be discovered and presented to the 
user as prominently as possible. In signifier mapping, a 
10 user enters a guessed name or signifier for a particular 
target resource on the Web. The criterion for a 
successful signifier mapping is that the user is provided 
with the URL of, or connected to, the specific target 
resource sought. 

15 

One attempt to provide the ability to map a signifier, or 
alias, to a specific URL utilizes registration of key 
words, or aliases, which when entered at a specified 
search engine, will. associate the entered key word with 

20 the URL of the registered site. This technique is 

implemented commercially by NetWord (www.netword.com). 
However, the NetWord aliases are assigned on a 
registration basis, that is, owners of web sites pay 
NetWord a registration fee to be mapped to by a particular 

25 key word. As a result, the URL returned by NetWord may 
have little or no relation to what a user actually would 
be looking for. Another key word system, RealNames 
(www.realnames.com), similarly allows web site owners to 
register, for a fee, one or more "RealNames" that can be 

30 typed into a browser incorporating RealNames' software, in 
lieu of a URL. Since RealNames also is registration 
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based, there once again is no guarantee that the URL to 
which is user is directed will be the one he intended. 



Related to search techniques are preference learning and 
5 rating mechanisms. Such mechanisms have been used, for 
example, in assessing customer satisfaction or in making 
recommendations to users based on what customers with 
similar interests have purchased in the past. In existing 
preference learning and rating mechanisms, such as 

10 collaborative filtering (CF) and relevance feedback (RF), 
the objective is to evaluate and rank the appeal of the 
best n out of m sites or pages or documents, where none of 
the n options are necessarily known to the user in 
advance, and no specific one is presumed to be intended. 

15 It is a matter of interest in any suitable hit, not intent 
for a specific target. Results may be evaluated in terms 
of precision (whether "poor" matches are included) and 
recall (whether "good" matches are omitted) . 



20 A search for "IBM" may be for the IBM Web site, but it 
could just as likely be for articles about IBM as a 
company, or articles with information on IBM-compatible 
PCs, etc. Typical searches are for information about the 
search term, and can be satisfied by any number of 

25 "relevant" items, any or all of which may be previously 
unknown to the searcher. In this sense there is no 
specific target object (page, document, record, etc.), 
only some open ended set of objects which may be useful 
with regard to the search term. The discovery search term 

30 does not signify a single intended object, but specifies a 
term (which is an attribute associated with one or more 
objects) presumed to lead to any number of relevant items. 
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Expert searchers may use searches that specify the subject 
indirectly, to avoid spurious hits that happen to contain 
a more direct term. For example, searching for 
information about the book Gone With The Wind may be 
5 better done by searching for Margaret Mitchell, because 
the title will return too many irrelevant hits that are 
not about the book itself (but may be desired for some 
other task) . 

10 In other words, the general case of discovery searching 
that typical search engines are tuned to serve is one 
where a search is desired to return some number, n, of 
objects, all of which are relevant. A key performance 
metric, recall, is the completeness of the set of results 

15 returned. The case of a signifier for an object, is the 
special case of n=l. Only one specific item is sought. 
Items that are not intended are not desired — their 
relevance is zero, no matter how good or interesting they 
may be in another context. The top DirectHit for 

20 ''Clinton" was a Monica Lewinsky page. That is probably 

not because people searching for Clinton actually intended 
to get that page, but because of serendipity and 
temptation — which is a distraction, if what we want is to 
find the White House Web site. 

25 

Many self-contained document search systems, such as 
Lexis /Nexis and Medline have long exploited semantic 
metadata, machine-readable information as to the content 
and type of an associated document available on a network, 
30 to enable users to more effectively constrain their 
searches. Thus in searching for the Times review of 
Stephen King's new book, a user might explicitly search 
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for n pub-name=Times and content -type=review and 
author=King . " Search systems have enabled searchers to 
exploit this explicitly in their query language, and 
attempts at natural language searching have sought to 
5 infer such semantics. However, because of the small user 
population of such systems, there has been no attempt to 
utilize feedback to improve search results in such 
systems . 

10 Further, it has been recognized that different people 

using the same search terms when searching may expect or 
desire different results. For example, in the context of 
discovery searching, it has been postulated that when a 
man enters the search term "flowers" in a search engine, 

15 he is likely to be interested in ordering flowers, whereas 
when a woman enters the same search term, she is more 
likely to be seeking information about flowers. Some 
currently existing search engines, such as DirectHit 
( www . direc thit . com ) and GlobalBrain ( www . globalbrain . net ) , 

20 purport to take gender and other demographic data, such as 
country, race, and income, into account in formulating 
results for searches. However, prior art search 
techniques such as these do not take into account the type 
of task/domain the user is working in when deciding what 

25 results would be desired, nor do the techniques utilize 

iterative learning based on experiential data or feedback 
particularized to the task/domain. 

There is therefore a need to provide a method for 
30 calibrating the use of feedback in searching and other 
command-responsive control techniques, such as robot 
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control , so as to correlate accumulated user feedback with 
the particular task/domain being performed by the user. 

There also is a need to develop a technique of using 
5 semantic metadata for use in search systems having a large 
user population to assist in determining the task/domain 
of the user and then to use feedback specific to that 
task/domain* 

10 SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

In view of the above-mentioned deficiencies of the prior 
art, it is an object of the present invention to provide a 
method of utilizing heuristic, adaptive feedback-based 

15 techniques, while at the same time customizing use of the 
feedback to particular tasks or domains. According to one 
advantageous aspect of the present invention, in applying 
learning techniques to searches or signifier mapping, or 
to more general control techniques, particularized 

20 learning and experiential data gathered during previous 
iterations of the same or similar tasks is used, and 
feedback gathered from different types of tasks is 
ignored, or at least given less weight, when formulating 
responses to user commands. 

25 

Note that the term "task" is used to refer generally to 
the concept of a specific task, the term "domain" is used 
to refer generally to the concept of a specific domain of 
discourse, and the term "task/domain" is used to refer to 
30 a task and/or a domain. 
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In accordance with the above objects, in accordance with 
one aspect of the present invention , there is provided an 
apparatus for responding to a current user command 
associated with one of a plurality of tasks. The 
5 apparatus comprises: means for storing cumulative feedback 
data gathered from multiple users during previous 
operations of the apparatus and segregated in accordance 
with the plurality of tasks; means for determining the 
current task with which the current user command is 

10 associated; means for determining a current response to 
the current user command on the basis of that portion of 
the stored cumulative feedback data associated with the 
current task; means for communicating to the user the 
current response; and means for receiving from the user 

15 current feedback data regarding the current response. The 
current feedback data is added to the cumulative feedback 
data stored in the storing means and associated with the 
current task. 

20 In accordance with another aspect of the present 

invention, there is provided a method for responding to a 
current user command associated with one of a plurality of 
tasks. The method comprises the steps of: determining 
the current task with which the current user command is 

25 associated; determining a current response to the current 
user command on the basis of previously gathered and 
stored feedback data associated with the current task; 
communicating to the user the current response; receiving 
from the user current feedback data regarding the current 

30 response; and storing the current feedback data. The 
stored current feedback data is added to cumulative 
feedback data gathered and stored during previous 
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iterations of the method and associated with the current 
task. 

In accordance with yet another aspect of the present 
invention , there is provided a computer-readable storage 
medium storing program code executable by a program- 
controlled apparatus. The code is operable to cause the 
apparatus to: determine the current task with which the 
current user command is associated; determine a current 
response to the current user command on the basis of 
previously gathered and stored feedback data associated 
with the current task; communicate to the user the current 
response; receive from the user current feedback data 
regarding the current response; and store the current 
feedback data. The stored current feedback data is added 
to cumulative feedback data gathered and stored during 
previous executions of the code and associated with the 
current task. 

In accordance with still another aspect of the present 
invention , there is provided an apparatus for responding 
to a current user command associated with one of a 
plurality of tasks. The apparatus comprises: a digital 
storage device that stores cumulative feedback data 
gathered during previous operations of the apparatus and 
segregated in accordance with the plurality of tasks; a 
first digital logic device that determines the current 
task with which the current user command is associated; a 
second digital logic device that determines a current 
response to the current user command on the basis of that 
portion of the stored cumulative feedback data associated 
with the current task; a first communication interface 
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that communicates to the user the current response; and a 
second communication interface that receives from the user 
current feedback data regarding the current response. The 
current feedback data is added to the cumulative feedback 
5 data stored in the digital storage device and associated 
with the current task. 

In one preferred embodiment of the present invention, the 
task/domain is ascertained by simply asking the user. 

10 This may preferably be accomplished by creating different 
search tools for different task/domains. In this 
scenario, a single server program, in accordance with the 
elicited response of the user, uses different on -board or 
remote search and mapping facilities, such as search 

15 engines, or white pages, with correlated experiential 
feedback data for the particular task, to satisfy the 
user. Alternately, the feedback can be gathered from the 
user after the initial search, to further focus the 
search. 

20 

According to a second preferred embodiment of the present 
invention, the user's task is inferred by the system. 
Preferably, this inference is made by tracking individual 
behavior, analyzing it, and breaking it down into clusters 

25 or work episodes that have evident similarity of usage, 
thus separating task episodes for a given user. The 
feedback from those tasks can be isolated for the 
particular user, and feedback from multiple users who seem 
to be working on similar tasks is grouped together to 

30 apply task specific feedback, in isolation from feedback 
for other tasks. Moreover, feedback from a current 
episode and/or feedback from previous episodes may be 
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used. In addition, past and/or current feedback gathered 
by the current user may be weighted differently from past 
and/or current feedback from the population of all users. 

5 Preferably , the task is inferred by tracking user activity 
and, where available, utilizing semantic metadata existing 
on Web pages visited by the user. 

The above-described learning, whether it be gleaned from 
10 user response or from inference, allows the present 

invention to utilize feedback and heuristics from a signal 
that contains reduced extraneous "noise" information, 
i.e., information from different, possibly unrelated 
tasks, by filtering the same from the signal. 

15 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Figure 1A is an architectural block diagram of a server 
computer system internetworked though the Internet in 
20 accordance with a preferred embodiment of the present 
invention; 

Figure IB is a flow diagram illustrating a general 
technique for obtaining and learning from user feedback; 

25 

Figure 2 illustrate a method of utilizing task/domain- 
specific user feedback in responding to user, where the 
task/domain is specified by the user; 

30 Figure 3 illustrates a method in accordance with a second 
embodiment of the present invention in which the user * s 
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task/ domain is inferred by studying user activity using 
heuristic techniques; 



Figure 4 illustrates a data structure for storing 
5 task/domain-specific user feedback and results; and 

Figures 5A and 5B are flow diagrams illustrating a 
technique of feedback weighting in signifier mapping or 
discovery searching. 

10 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

Figure 1A shows a preferred embodiment of the present 
invention as implemented in a server on the Internet. 

15 Server 10 includes a computer or computers that perform 
processing, communication , and data storage to implement 
the present invention. Server 10 includes a 
processing/learning module 101 that performs various 
processing functions, and includes a communication 

20 interface to transmit and receive data to and from the 
Internet 12 , as well as with database 102 , and is 
programmed to be operable to learn from experiential 
feedback data by executing heuristic algorithms. The 
module 101 contains hardware that is programmed to 

25 ascertain a user task/domain by methods to be discussed 

below. Database 102 stores indexes of URL data that would 
allow the module 101 to locate a URL on the Web that is 
responsive to a user's search or mapping request. 
Preferably, the indexes store, in addition to available 

30 URL information, such as domain name directories, 

information obtained by web crawlers as well as indexes to 
web sites and individual pages or other resources 
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generally, and information relating to the experience of 
the server and corresponding user feedback in previous 
executions of the service. As the server 10 gains 
experience and user feedback, heuristic techniques are 
5 applied by module 101 to enable the responses returned to 
users to conform more and more accurately to user 
expectations . 

Users 11 0 -11 N can access the Internet 12 by means of client 
10 computers (not shown) either directly or though an 

Internet service provider (ISP). In discovery searching, 
the user enters a search term into the browser, or on a 
form downloaded from the server. In signifier mapping, 
the user enters a guessed name, or alias, into the browser 
15 and submits a query containing the alias to the finder 
server. The World Wide Web 14 includes computers 
supporting HTTP protocol connected to the Internet, each 
computer having associated therewith one or more URLs, 
each of which forming the address of a target resource. 
20 Other Internet information sources, including FTP, Gopher 
and other static information sources are not shown in the 
figure but can be treated similarly. 

In addition to be above, the finder server includes 
25 operating system servers for external communications with 
the Internet and with resources accessible over the 
Internet. Although the present invention is particularly 
useful in discovering and mapping to Internet resources, 
as was discussed above, the method and apparatus of the 
30 present invention can be utilized with any network having 
distributed resources, and even more generally to any 
system designed to respond to user commands. 
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Figure IB is a flow diagram illustrating a general 
technique for obtaining and learning from feedback 
responses gathered from a large group of people f in the 
5 example, users l f 2, . . . n. Such a technique can be 
used in a variety of applications , and in particular in 
traditional search engines, or in mapping to identify 
particular web sites, as in alias or signifier mapping. 
The use of such a technique will result, over time, in an 
10 experiential data base useful for application of heuristic 
algorithms . 

In Figure IB, users 1, 2, . . . n represent a large 
community of users. In the flow diagram, the flow of 

15 query items from the users is indicated by a Q, the flow 
of responses back to the users is indicated by an R, and 
the flow of feedback results provided by the users' 
actions, or responses to inquiries, is indicated by an F» 
As can be seen from the figure, Query (a, 1) (where a is 

20 the query term) is transmitted from user 1 to the service 
2, which can either be a searching or a mapping service. 
The service has learning processor 4, which interfaces 
with a database 6. The database 6 contains, among other 
things, indexes and feedback information gathered from 

25 previous queries. In response to the query, the user 1 is 
provided with a response R(a, 1). User 1 then is provided 
with the opportunity to transmit user Feedback (a, 1) to 
the Service 2. Learning processor 4 stores the feedback 
information in the database 6, and is programmed with one 

30 or more heuristic algorithms enabling it to learn from the 
feedback information to improve the returned search or 
mapping results. The feedback provided will improve the 
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results offered, for example by positively weighting 
results preferred by users, so that, over time, more 
accurate results can be obtained. 

As is described above with respect to Figures 1A and IB, 
feedback can be used to improve search and mapping results 
by weighting search results on the basis of the feedback 
information. For example f if the feedback to be used 
relates to the popularity of a link on a list of such 
links, the links that are clicked most often would over 
time be accorded greater weight and appear in a more 
prominent position in subsequent iterations of the search, 
for the same search terms. 

While feedback of a general nature as gathered by the 
above method is generally valuable to every kind of 
search, such information would be considerably more 
valuable if it were filtered to include only feedback from 
task/domains similar to the one currently being performed. 
For example, in a preferred embodiment of the present 
invention, feedback gathered by users doing signifier 
mapping is stored separately from feedback gathered from 
users doing discovery searching. Similarly, feedback for 
each of many finer breakdowns of task/domain would also be 
segregated. In this way, a user is matched with feedback 
from people doing the same task and/or working in the same 
semantic domain. 

In view of the foregoing, in accordance with the present 
invention, two basic approaches to determining the 
task/domain to be (or being) performed: 
1) Asking the user; and 
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2) Inferring the task/ domain from current and 
previous user behavior. 



When the first approach is utilized, the present invention 
5 is preferably implemented by creating different search 

tools for different task/domains. For example, the server 
preferably includes both a signifier mapping tool as well 
as a discovery search tool. Preferably, in the first 
approach, the single search service provided by the server 

10 asks users to indicate the type of request they are 

making, such as by selecting from multiple qualifiers, 
such as a people search that selects for phone or e-mail. 
Alternatively, in a hybrid of the two, the inquiry can be 
made after an initial search, by asking the user if the 

15 results were acceptable and inviting the user to elaborate 
on the task/domain that is intended while in the course of 
confirming the results or refining the request. 

When the second approach is utilized, heuristic techniques 
20 are used to track individual behavior and analyze it, in 
order to break it up into clusters or work episodes that 
have evident similarity of usage, thus separating 
task/domain episodes for a given user. The system then 
isolates the feedback from those task/domains accordingly, 
25 and groups feedback from multiple users who seem to be 
working on similar task/domains together to apply 
task/domain specific feedback, in isolation from feedback 
for other task/domains. 



30 



Preferably, click stream traces, such as Alexa, or other 
similar usage trackers, are used to perform such tracking. 
Episodes are preferably modeled in terms of working sets 
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of clicks, pages and links , that are clustered within a 
predetermined or heuristically defined threshold based on 
measures of similarity of subject areas or other 
descriptive metadata, and in activity behavior patterns 
such as frequency of interactions, clustering of 
interactions in a given site or set of related sites, etc. 
Tasks have a duration, preferably in terms of number of 
clicks or, alternatively, in terms of minutes, and are 
typically contained within a single session- Such 
task/domain identifications and associated learning is 
treated as a temporary hypothesis subject to confirmation 
by further feedback and testing. More advanced methods 
can be used to distinguish and identify overlapping 
episodes involving multiple distinct task/domains, such as 
by using heuristic techniques similar to those used for 
identifying "episode treatment groups" in health care 
claims data streams, such as those described in U.S. 
Patent No. 5,835,897 to Dang. 

An example of a broad task/domain is signifier /object 
searching or mapping, searching for specific object types 
being a finer task/domain. Robot command translation is 
another broad task/domain, as is open-ended discovery 
searching. Constrained discovery searching, such as is 
currently offered by some search engines, to constrain 
results to Web pages, or news group items, or other 
specific content types, is yet another task/domain. Such 
task/domains can be defined in increasingly fine terms, 
from the broad domains currently offered by some search 
engines (yellow pages, white pages, email addresses, Web 
pages, usenet pages, etc.) or the finer groupings (or 
hierarchies or multidimensional arrays of groupings) that 
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may be specific to various sub-domains (such as 
restaurants in Manhattan, corporate Web sites, books on 
programming languages , etc . ) . Such finer breakdowns are 
commonly found in specialized database search services, 
such as the Zagat guide or the Amazon catalog. 
Task/domains may also correspond to the various cubes of 
multidimensional data associated with specific data mining 
tasks * 

B Y applying the approach of the present invention to 
assist in distinguishing such task/domains from a single 
search interface, it becomes possible to create search 
services that combine levels of breadth of coverage with 
depth and precision that would not otherwise be 
achievable. While the present discussion focuses 
primarily on integrated version of such a search or 
mapping service, it will be apparent to those skilled in 
the art that various distributed and cooperative versions 
of such techniques (such as metasearch engines that invoke 
parallel independent searches or mappings of many sources, 
domains, and databases, and that variant techniques may be 
used for each) may also be developed using the principles 
described here. 

Figure 2 illustrates a first embodiment of the present 
invention that employs feedback, gathered and segregated 
by task/domain, in a heuristic manner. For the first 
embodiment, the user is queried as to which task/domain, 
or mode, is currently being performed. 

As shown in the figure, user 5 specifies the task/domain 
he intends to pursue on a query form, for example by 
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selecting radio buttons on the search form. For purposes 
of example, in the current iteration illustrated in the 
figure, the user has selected task/domain i, and the query 
related to that task/domain is designated Q 1 ^ 1 . The query 
5 is then parsed to identify the search term or mapping 

request and any specified attributes, at step S10, and is 
identified as being for task/domain = i. At step S20, a 
lookup is performed by accessing database 10, which stores 
index data and task/domain-segregated feedback data. The 

10 stored feedback data is segregated for each task/domain T 
= i . . . T = n. Also, in step S20, logic combinations if 
needed for compound natural language or boolean queries 
are performed, and results are ranked by feedback rating 
of confidence level, all for the case of T = i. In the 

15 preferred embodiment, a list of the top m hits is prepared 
at step S40 and presented, as results R^ 1 , to the user at 
step S60. The user 5 supplies feedback, either explicitly 
or implicitly, preferably by selecting one or more links 
and spending varying amounts of time visiting the selected 

20 link or links. This user feedback is indicated in the 
figure as F 1 " 1 . At step S80, the link selections, and 
other feedback, such as user responses to inquiries, are 
monitored. At step S100, the selection and other feedback 
data is recorded, and in step S110, applied to feedback 

25 weighting algorithms. The results of the weighting are 

stored in data base 10 for use in subsequent iterations of 
the method. 

Figure 3 illustrates a method in accordance with a second 
30 embodiment of the present invention in which the user's 
task/domain is inferred using heuristic techniques. 
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As illustrated in the figure f the user 5 enters a query 
relating to a task/domain as yet undetermined by the 
system. In the figure f the query is designated as . 
At step S200, the query is parsed for an unspecified 
5 task/domain to identify the search term or mapping request 
and any specified attributes. At step S202, the system 
seeks user history, including current history (current 
session) and prior history, and other data as to the 
particular user's task/domain behavior, from 

10 user/task/domain associated data database 14. At step 
S204, the system seeks to recognize known 
Query/Task/domain associations based on prior experience 
with similar queries and behavior patterns of relevant 
populations of users by tapping into the query/task/domain 

15 associations database 12. At step S206, user and query 
information is combined to infer likely task/domains. 
This may be based on any of a variety of algorithms which 
may draw on traditional techniques for inference, mapping, 
searching, or pattern recognition, which are preferably 

20 combined with supplementary learning-based techniques that 
draw on and heuristically weight the experience feedback 
on either or both of user /task/domain associations and 
query/task/domain associations to rank highest the 
task/domains most commonly associated with the current 

25 user and the current query. For each of one or more 

likely task/domains i lf i 2 , ... i n , at step S208 a list of 
hits responsive to the query is generated. These lists 
are generated using index and feedback data stored in 
database 10, the data being segregated by task/domain, and 

30 only (or preferentially) feedback corresponding to the 

respective task/domain is used in generating the list for 
the particular task/domain. At step S210, one or more 
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hits is presented to the user 5 for each of one or more 
task/domains. The list are ordered in order of 
probability. At step S212, selection/feedback for hit and 
associated task/domain are monitored, and at step S214, 
the selection and feedback are recorded. Next, at step 
S216, a feedback weighting algorithm is applied to the 
received information. At step S21B r appropriate feedback 
information is fed back to the appropriate database for 
use in subsequent iterations of the system. 

Figure 4 illustrates an example of a data structure that 
is preferably stored in the database of the present 
invention. The data structure is shown in the figure in 
the form of a table, but the actual structure may be in 
any form capable of representing the matrix defined by the 
figure . 

As can be seen from the figure, the database stores 
queries, gathered from previous experience with users, in 
addition to initially entered expected common queries 
which may be derived from conventional indexes or 
directories (and this may be done with or without 
task/domain/domain specificity). Naturally, as the system 
is used, the number of stored queries obtained in actual 
usage increases. Each query may be stored in several 
locations. For example, Q(a) is stored in correspondence 
with task/domain 1, as well as in possible correspondence 
with one or more other task/domains 2 ... n. The same is 

true for Q(a), Q(b) Q(z), etc. Each query, for 

each task/domain for which it has been seen and identified 
to occur, has a set of data associated therewith. 
Examples of such data are shown in the column headings. 
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The "possible targets" column includes likely hits Tl, T2, 
etc., for the particular query. These targets are stored 
in association with ranking/weighting factors that may be 
used to score and order the preference of results, as 
5 shown in the headings. Note that the ranking of the 
targets may be different for each task/domain, since 
different feedback is used to order the targets per 
task/domain. Linked to each of these query/target pairs 
in the example 'format shown is a raw score (SalTl, for 
10 query a, within task/domain 1, and having target Tl), an 
experience level (EalTl), and a probability factor 
(PalTl), all specific to the given task/domain (and thus 
Bayesian). As feedback enters the system, the index data 
is updated to reflect the user feedback. 

15 

The basic task/domain-oriented table shown in the upper 
portion of Figure 4 can be extended as shown in the lower 
portion to allow experience from known task/domains to be 
used (with lower assurance of relevance) for unidentified 

20 task/domains (task/domain x), much as initial 

non- feedback-derived data is used, thus making maximum use 
of all experience. That data can be organized in 
alternative ways, which may be more efficient or easy to 
program, including adding additional columns for such 

25 data. Here a duplicate set of listings is maintained, 
with raw scores and experience levels that are low 
relative to the total domain (e.g., n total experience 
values for task/domain i, out of m values for all 
task/domains), leading to a lower probability factor for 

30 unidentified task/domains. For identified task/ domains , 
the experience set is a fraction of the total so a given 
experience level warrants a higher probability factor 
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within that domain. Thus initial loading of the table 
could be for task/domain=x, if general data is obtained 
from a non-task/domain specific learning process, and even 
if started with task/domain-oriented learning, would be 
5 heavily loaded with the unidentified task/doraain=x until 
significant task/domain-specif ic data could be learned. 
In general, Bayesian probability analysis techniques may 
be employed to make maximum use of the task/domain that 
queries and feedback information are known or inferred to 
10 relate to. 

The Possible Targets are URLs (in the Web case), and shown 
here as Tl, T2, . . . . The Experience level indicates 
the number of feedback instances corresponding to a given 

15 Raw score for a given Target as relating to a given Query 
for a given Task/domain. The section for task/domains 1-n 
is for data corresponding to experience for known 
task/domains, for application to queries for known 
task/domains. The section for task/domain=x is for 

20 experience data (or other pre-loaded index data) not 

identifiable with any task/domain. The experience level 
is EaxTl, which taken alone leads to a probability PaxTl 
for an unknown task/domain, just as with learning-based 
techniques that are non-task/domain specific. Such a 

25 probability would generally be lower than in the case 
where the task/domain was known. 

The sections X x - X n are for supplemental tracking of 
experience obtained for known task/domains 1-n, but 
30 showing reduced experience and probability levels for 

application of that data for use in broader cases where 
the task/domain (for a subsequent query) is unknown (just 
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as for the task/domain-x case). Where a given query Q(a) 
has not been identified with a task/domain, but is found 
to occur in multiple rows (in the lower sections, for use 
for subsequent unknown task/domains), corresponding to 
5 task/domain experience from multiple task/domains (or the 
unknown task/domain) , as shown for X, X lf and X 2 , the 
algorithm could apply all of that experience by adjusting 
the raw scores in light of the experience levels to 
calculate a composite probability level (not shown). 

10 These experience levels would relate the level of 

experience relative to the total experience for all 
task/domains, unlike the known-domain experience levels, 
which are local to that task/domain , and relative only to 
that body of experience. This is because a relatively 

15 small experience base may lead to high confidence within a 
task/domain, but low confidence relative to a larger 
universe of data for an uncertain mix of task/domains. In 
general, experience levels indicate the number of relevant 
feedback responses out of a total experience base, both 

20 for an identified task/domain and globally. Where a query 
task/domain is known, only the portion of experience for 
that task/domain would be most relevant, but where it is 
not known, then a wider base must be assessed — a variety 
of Bayesian or other probabilistic inference techniques 

25 can be applied in such cases. 

If an unknown query is matched to a set of rows 
corresponding to a set of task/domains, that allows 
inference that it might relate the query to one of those 
30 task/domains. If one such task/domain dominates, its 
probability of being the intended task/domain can be 
presumed to be higher. Thus this matching of task/domains 
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and weighting with their levels of experience enables 
inference of likely intended task/domains in the implicit 
case. Just as with the signifier mapping problem (non 
task/domain specific ), in which we can assign relative 
5 probabilities based on the relative frequency of positive 
feedback for a possible mapping, we can do the same here 
for mappings of queries to task/domains based on the 
relative frequency of cases where such mappings of a query 
to one or more task/domains have been established , and can 
10 set thresholds for confidence that a possible mapping to a 
task/domain is the intended mapping. 

Also shown is one of many possible ways to deal with 
compound queries f such as those containing phrases or 

15 Boolean expressions* These could be addressed simply by 
applying appropriate logic to the table entries for each 
of their component elements, but additional precision in 
maintaining and applying feedback can be achieved by 
maintaining such data for each specific compound query 

20 (possibly bounded by some complexity limit, such as no 
more than n elements). In this example, each compound 
query is treated as a distinct query, with its own row, 
and its own associated experience and scores. Note that 
in the table example shown, the column headed Compound 

25 simply contains flags that denote which queries are 
compound (and the indications "single element" and 
"compound" are clarifications to the reader that would not 
actually be stored in the table). 

30 While the index shows preferred weighting criteria, these 
are only a sample of the kind of criteria that can be 
correlated to the query /target pairs. In a simple 
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embodiment , the raw score would be based only on feedback 
on selections of hits. Other embodiments could add 
feedback data on time spent at a target and explicit 
feedback on relevance. Additional variations would 
5 include weighting based on the recency of the feedback, 
and on the inclusion of non-feedback data, such as the 
various syntactic and semantic criteria used for relevance 
weighting by conventional search engines. 



10 Figure 5A illustrates a preferred technique for weighting 
the results from a particular task/domain i, using 
feedback data for single results presented to the user, as 
in probable results from signifier mapping. In step S30, 
if the user feedback from the probable result indicates 

15 that the probable was in fact the target the user was 

searching for, the flow proceeds to step S32 where the raw 
score for that query/target pair is incremented by 
factor Yi . If the user returns feedback indicating that the 
probable was not the target resource the user had in mind, 

20 the flow proceeds to step S34 where the raw score for that 
query /target pair is decremented by factor Ni . If the user 
provides no feedback, then the flow proceeds to step S36 
where the raw score is decremented by factor oi , which can 
be zero. After execution of any of steps S32, S34 or S36, 

25 the flow proceeds to step S38, at which the experience 
level score is incremented by Efactor ci - 

Figure 5B illustrates a preferred technique for weighting 
in accordance with user feedback in the case of possibles, 
30 i.e., items on the list presented to the user when no 

probable result can be located. As shown in the figure, 
if a possible is selected by the user from the presented 
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list, at step S40, the fact of selection is recognized, 
preferably by use of a redirect server that allows the 
system to keep track of which link was chosen. 
Additionally, the amount of time the user spends at the 
selected link may be ascertained. Making use of the 
information gathered in the redirect and such other 
feedback as may be obtained, the raw score for the 
query/target pair is incremented, at step S44, by factor si 
The user is then requested to provide additional feedback 
after the user has finished viewing the link. 

Special conditions apply for initial processing for 
task/domains for which little or no specific learning 
experience has yet been gained. Such conditions may 
persist for infrequently occurring or new task/domains . 
Here the idea is to build an index table as for the non- 
task/domain specific case, and use that to the extent 
useful- This is shown in the task/domain=x section of the 
table, which includes data that is not identifiable with 
any task/domain- This will accumulate experience across 
all task/domains. Lacking a task/domain specificity, the 
probability factor for a given task/domain based on that 
data would be lower than experience that is known to 
relate to that task/domain. 

Note that for the procedure illustrated in Figure 3 r this 
same structure can be used both to infer the task/domain 
and then to find the result. Given Q(i), the task/domain 
is inferred by searching for all Q(i), and then getting 
the corresponding task/domains. Additional information 
about the user and his history and prior queries from the 
user/task/domain association data would be used to try to 
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rank the likely task/domains. Such information could 
indicate that the last 4 queries from the user were in 
task/domain j, which would raise the likelihood for j and 
lower it for others , and that that user has never been 
5 known to make queries in domains other than j, k, 1, and 

m, which would raise the likelihood for those task/domains 
and lower it for others. 

As will be expanded upon later, the embodiment of the 

10 inventive techniques that has been described and will be 
further expanded here applies group feedback to the 
individual's personal search tasks. The same methods can 
also be used throughout on a single-user basis, using that 
individual's feedback alone. This can be done by 

15 segregating each user's feedback into a more finely 
structured database, or by retaining and tagging 
individual feedback elements with user identifiers within 
the group feedback database (or simply by use in a single- 
user system) . Thus in addition to user/task associations 

20 and query/ task associations, the database would retain 
user /query association feedback. Group feedback will be 
more extensive than individual feedback, and can 
anticipate the user's needs based on the experience of 
others in areas for which no individual feedback has yet 

25 been obtained, but in some cases individual feedback may 
be more accurately matched to a user's intent, especially 
in cases where a user is doing repeated searches or 
searches similar to those seen previously for that user. 
Thus an alternate embodiment would apply these techniques 

30 based on the individual data alone. A preferred embodiment 
would apply both in combination, using weighting 
techniques to obtain a composite preference score that 
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factors in both group and individual feedback. Such 
weightings could be fixed, adjustable by users, or varied 
based on various heuristics such as one based on the 
relative amounts of each kind of feedback, one based on 
5 the degree to which a given user is found to be typical or 
unusual relative to the population, or some combination of 
such factors. 

The above discussion has focused on ways to perform domain 
10 segmentation in the Web as it currently exists. However, 
semantic metadata, such as data types and name-value 
pairs, is a powerful tool for making explicit the natural 
domain segmentation of searching tasks. For example, a 
search for "the Times review of the King book" can exploit 
15 the fact, if stated, or the inference, if discernible by 
examination of semantic metadata, that the Times is 
intended to be a publication name and that King is 
intended to be an author. In a database where such 
semantic metadata is explicit and readily accessible, its 
20 availability permits the full power of the feedback 

learning discussed above applied to a specific task/domain 
to be tightly focused. 

As was discussed above, the use of feedback and heuristics 
25 becomes increasingly well-focused and useful when the 
feedback and learning is segmented into task/domains. 
However there has been no prior consideration of the added 
value of feedback in traditional isolated search systems 
like Lexis/Nexis or Medline which have user populations 
30 that are too small to make feedback heuristics very 

effective. Moreover, feedback driven heuristics are much 
more effective over the large user populations of the Web. 
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However f the current Web does not generally provide 
semantic metadata in any consistent or readily accessible 
form, if at all. 

However, that is expected to change. A vision of this 
change is presented in Tim Berners-Lee ' s papers on the 
"Semantic Web" of September 1998, and is reflected in the 
rapidly expanding work surrounding Extensible Markup 
Language (XML), Resource Description Framework (RDF), and 
other related standards for embedding semantic metadata 
into the Web. These standards will encourage explicit 
inclusion of semantic metadata in Web content, and provide 
for efficient access to and manipulation of such data. 

As the Semantic Web emerges, it will be practical to 
utilize the techniques of the present invention as 
discussed above, to segment user feedback data into 
task/domains based on semantic types. Searching can then 
exploit that information in several ways: 

Explicit entry of semantic domain information into 
queries, as in the example above. This is similar to 
the explicit identification of task/domains discussed 
above, but has added utility and greater likelihood 
of user acceptance because it directly exploits 
stored metadata that may be known to the user to be 
available to facilitate the search. Use for segmented 
task/domain specific feedback heuristics is just one 
of many way to exploit such explicit semantics. 
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Natural language understanding to infer such 
information. Again feedback heuristics is a technique 
that can work with semantic metadata. 

Use of feedback heuristics itself at a higher level 
to rank the domains (or vocabularies) most commonly 
associated with a specific query. This opens an 
additional level of utility to the use of such 
techniques. 

In the latter case, the inference of the intended semantic 
domain is itself a task/domain to which feedback 
heuristics can be applied. The higher level task/domain 
is a signifier mapping (or robot command translation), 
namely to determine the intended semantics (vocabulary) of 
the query — for example, that Times is a pub-name, review 
a content -type , and King an author. The second level 
task/domain is then to find the item(s) that satisfy the 
query which may be either a signifier mapping task/domain, 
or a discovery searching task/domain. 

These two task/domains are logically distinct but 
interrelated. In practice they may be best addressed in 
combination, just as people heuristically use the 
knowledge that the Times is a popular publication that 
includes book reviews to understand that meaning of Times 
is intended in this context. For example, if the semantic 
type or class of search is not specified, the results of 
this two level feedback heuristic process could be 
expressed as: 



WO 02/19167 



PCT/US01/26143 



- 33 - 



If you meant 



The results are: 



[type 1) 



Hit la 



Hit lb 



Hit lc 



[type 2] 



Hit 2 a 



Table 1 



10 



15 



20 



25 



where type indicates an inferred task/ domain. These would 
be presented in order of experiential popularity, and the 
depth in each type also would depend on relative 
popularity. Naturally, for signifier mapping task/domains, 
the objective would be to select the one likely intended 
object whenever that can be identified with high enough 
confidence. 

Related to RDF and the problems of searching is the 
concept of vocabularies. Different task/domains use 
different vocabularies. RDF provides a metadata structure 
for defining such vocabularies and relating them to one 
another. An aspect of this is the fact that task/domain- 
specific feedback can be segmented with respect to such 
vocabularies. In fact, as noted above, feedback heuristics 
can be applied on two levels, one for determining which 
vocabulary or semantic element is intended, and one for 
finding items that match the query specified in terms of 
that vocabulary or element. 

In exploiting natural language, a simple level of 
understanding could exploit basic cues, such as "the Times 
review of the King book" as signifying a signifier search 
task/domain, versus "a Times review of a King book" as 
signifying a discovery search task/domain. For simple 
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signifier searching, "the IBM site" or "the White House 
site" could be inferred to intend signifier searches for 
the corresponding site, as opposed to the inference that 
the intent is for discovery searches for "IBM" or "the 
White House" which seek all sufficiently relevant content. 

Task/domain segmentation is a powerful way of improving 
the effectiveness of feedback heuristics. Further, the 
future of the Semantic Web will provide the required 
combination of a large community and availability of 
useful semantic metadata to make such feedback heuristics 
techniques practical and important. 

Considering a finer breakdown of semantic information can 
further enhance the techniques described so far. 
Task/domains, as they represent domains of discourse, are 
broad areas of information or semantic domains, which 
include a variety of rich information in complex 
structures of topical categories. 

Task/domains in the broadest sense should be understood as 
the groupings of all related schema or vocabularies, as 
well as their constituent categories in a given 
task/domain area, subject area, or semantic domain. A 
task/domain can correspond to one or more given 
vocabularies, or XML document type definitions (DTDs), or 
schema (these terms are more or less used 

interchangeably) . These are referred to herein as generic 
task/domains. Examples might be publications or real 
estate . 
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Topical categories are specific types of information and 
their instance values f such as the Times as a publication 
and King as an author , or apartments as a property type 
and Los Angeles as a location. These may correspond to 
5 specific semantic categories within a vocabulary 

(PropertyTypes in an RDF vocabulary) or specific field 
type metadata tags in an XML schema. 

Further , it is useful to distinguish types of categories 
10 or metadata or data fields from values or instances of 
categories or field types. For example, author or 
location is a type, King or Los Angeles is a value. In 
RDF a value would be a Property — the value of a 
PropertyType for a Resource. 

15 

Thus within a generic task/domain we can distinguish at 
least these four levels: 

1. The generic task/domain or vocabulary or schema 
type; 

20 2. Any of many specific instances of named 

vocabularies or schemas. For example, there may be many 
library catalog or purchase order vocabularies, each with 
similar category /metadata types, and specific instances, 
each with specifically defined category metadata types and 

25 allowed values; 

3. The specific category /metadata types or field 
names; and 

4. The specific category /metadata instance values for 
a given type or field name. 

30 

Individual query terms may most commonly refer to elements 
at level #3 or #4, but can refer to any of these levels. 
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Learning and task/domain segmentation (TDS) can be applied 
independently at any of the four levels of query terms, 
categories, and task/domains, or to any or all in 
combination. In the above discussion, the term 
5 task/domain was used loosely to apply to any or all of 
these levels of semantic structure. The principles of 
grouping search experience and segmenting learning are 
common to all. Algorithms such as those described can be 
used at any of these four levels, with varying degrees of 
10 utility, depending on the details of the method and the 
task/domain at hand. 

The explicit declaration of semantics in the Semantic Web 
will also facilitate the task of defining task/domains, 

15 whether for explicit or implicit use in searching. The 

identification of vocabularies, DTDs and schema is related 
to the task/domain as outlined above, and the discovery of 
new defined vocabularies and schema (offline, or during 
spidering) can be taken as a cue that there may be 

20 associated new task/domains. Heuristics can be used to 

assist in or control the process of defining task/domains, 
both in terms of user behavior as described above, and in 
terms of declared (or inferred) object semantics (by 
categorization, clustering, etc. ) . 

25 

As noted earlier and will be expanded upon later, the 
embodiment of the inventive techniques primarily here 
described applies group feedback to the individual's 
search tasks. The same methods can also be used 
30 throughout on a single user basis, using that individual's 
feedback alone. Thus an alternate embodiment would apply 
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these techniques based on the individual data alone , and a 
preferred embodiment would apply both in combination. 

The core intent of the Semantic Web is to allow clear 
5 specification of low-level semantics (level #3 and #4, 

element types/values) by declaring a named vocabulary and 
identifying data instances with the element or category 
type they refer to. Thus they declare that King is an 
author or Los Angeles is a location. Searching for 
10 information in terms of those declared semantics is an 
intended capability, and one of the prime drivers for 
declaring semantics. Use of the feedback learning 
techniques as described herein builds directly on that 
intent . 

15 

At one level higher (level #2, "vocabularies") the 
knowledge that an item (or "resource") is declared to use 
a specific vocabulary or DTD or schema is similarly useful 
in identifying the task/domain that the item belongs to. 

20 Thus regardless of the matching of any query terras to 

specific element metadata ( categories /fieldnames /values ) , 
the matching to a relevant named vocabulary , DTD, or 
schema provides a very useful indicator of relevance. 
This indicator can be used in task/domain learning (with 

25 either explicit or implicit recognition of query 

task/domains). This provides a relatively simple way to 
exploit any explicit semantic data that may be useful. It 
can be applied just by giving preferential ranking to any 
item that has associated semantic data that seems to be 

30 relevant, even where such data is sparsely available, and 
without understanding or applying the details of such 
data, and thus can be useful long before the Semantic Web 
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is well developed. At the still-higher generic 
task/domain level (#l r generic task/domains), the same is 
true. 

5 Further use of explicit semantic information will now be 
described. This explicit hierarchy of declared semantic 
data can be exploited by simple techniques of recognizing 
the stated hierarchy and using it for inferences in 
support of searching. The task here is to match the 

10 stated hierarchy of the declared semantics with a 

corresponding hierarchy of search terms, and to make 
appropriate inferences based on the knowledge of both 
hierarchies. This is done by maintaining this hierarchy 
specification data and relating it to the index tables 

15 (either integrated into them or as associated tables ), and 
similar hierarchy data for query interpretation and 
processing. For example: if a query is for "the Times 
review of the King book," the recognition that review may 
correspond to a named vocabulary which contains authors 

20 and books, can be used to give preferred ranking to items 
that use that vocabulary, and which declare that King is 
an author and the Times is a publication. An item 
containing text that lacked these semantic relationships 
(such as "the troops will be ready for review by the king 

25 at all times") would be ranked lower. 

If a user enters an explicit task/domain of book reviews 
(or it has been inferred that that is the task/domain), 
and it is known that there are several vocabularies 
30 commonly used for book reviews, items that use those 

vocabularies would be preferred, and occurrences of King 
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or Times that are identified as author and publication 
would also be preferred. 

It is evident from these examples that the inherent 
5 semantic relationship of categories or metadata types to 
task/domains, vocabularies, or schema affords 
opportunities to apply knowledge of these semantic 
relationships to aid in searching in ways that can be 
independent of the learning-based techniques explained 

10 previously- This direct knowledge of semantic 

relationships can be added into any process of organizing 
and ranking index entries to respond to queries . Such 
knowledge can be obtained directly by analysis of XML 
schema, DTDs, or other vocabulary specifications. Such 

15 specifications may be embedded in XML documents or 
database elements or separately obtainable* This 
knowledge can be encoded into search index tables and used 
in rankings much as feedback data and corresponding 
probabilities as described for learning-based TDS . In 

20 . this aspect there is need be no learning, and rather than 
probabalistic inference, the weightings are done in terms 
of the semantic correlations derived from the 
specification of the vocabulary or schema. 

25 Such inferences could be integrated with learning-based 

inferences to provide enhanced results. In other words, a 
variety of both learned and specified relationships 
between search query terms, category types/values, and 
task/domain types/instances can be used in combination to 

30 infer the best responses to a query. 
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Totally unrelated to the learning techniques, a variety of 
logic techniques can be used to request or infer the 
task/domain or vocabulary type that corresponds to a 
query. This can then be used to refine and rank the 
5 results set of a search using any kind of search 
algorithm. 

Conventional query parsing and analysis techniques can be 
used to extract query terms that may have apparent 

10 inferred relationship to specific task/domain or schema or 
vocabulary instances or to broader types of task/domain or 
schema or vocabularies (families or classes , such as real 
estate listings or parts catalogs ) . Items that are known 
to be specified in terms of such task/domain semantics 

15 would be preferentially ranked. 

Natural language and semantic analysis techniques can also 
be used to enhance such inferences. Explicit requests of 
task/ domain or schema or vocabulary instance can be used 
20 to qualify searches and eliminate extraneous results not 
relevant to that task/domain. This can exploit readily 
obtainable information that relates target items to 
specific vocabularies or schemas or DTDs. 

25 Explicit requests of task/domain or schema or vocabulary 
type can also be used to qualify searches. This can 
exploit information that relates target items to 
vocabularies, which in turn can be related to the 
specified vocabulary types. 

30 

Thus, whether using learning techniques or not, the 
emergence of the semantic Web and similar uses of metadata 
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vocabularies provides a new level of access to richly 
explicit semantic data that is specifically structured for 
easy use in automated systems. This data can be used to: 
-Identify task/domains, and specific defined 
5 vocabularies or schema which may be used to limit search 
results (and to establish additional relationships); and 

-Establish relationships between query terms or 
categories and other terms or categories that may be 
helpful in identifying desired search items. 

10 

Such data will be readily obtained in the course of Web 
crawling or spidering techniques such as are already used 
to build search engine indexes. Network accessible items 
will generally contain this semantic information directly , 

15 or by specific reference in the form a link. What had 
previously been a difficult task of trying to infer the 
semantics of an information item will be easy given such 
explicit semantic data. Use of such semantic data for 
searches that explicitly reference specific field types 

20 and values derives closely from the basic intent of such 
semantic data, but uses in the indirect ways described 
here add the kind of richness and subtlety that has not 
been achievable in attempts to make inferences relating to 
bodies of information in which the semantics was not 

25 explicit. The instance given above, resolving the query 
for "the Times review of the King book" based on 
identification of schema for "reviews" is an example of 
the kind of leverage that is afforded by drawing on 
explicit semantics to making simple inference based on 

30 this semantic hierarchy. 
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While the task/domain segmentation of the present 
invention has been discussed primarily in terms of its 
applicability to searching the web f the concept has much 
broader applicability. For example , in the area of robot 
5 control, the above techniques can be used to allow a robot 
to understand more readily the actual intent of a command* 

For example, in the n>l case, analogous to discovery 
searching, the robot command may be performable in many 

10 ways, such as "direct the excess inventory out of the 
active holding bin," allowing the robot to find any of 
several allowed places to move the inventory to. The 
learning techniques discussed above can be utilized, in a 
task specific manner, to allow the robot to determine an 

15 acceptable course of action in response to the command. 

In the n=l case, analogous to signifier mapping, feedback 
heuristics can be utilized in a task-specific manner, to 
assist the robot in determining the one acceptable action 
to be taken in response to the command such as "direct the 

20 excess inventory to the secondary holding bin." 

In each case there needs to be a mechanism to obtain 
feedback, and to pool all feedback from multiple users. 
If the task is done on the Web this is as described above. 
If in the real world, this would require ways to get 

25 feedback (audible, written, or direct computer entry, 

etc.) of whether commands were interpreted correctly, and 
to transmit the results to a central database and learning 
system that could pool the feedback to update the 
database. This database (or relevant portions) could then 

30 be redistributed back to update the local database to 
control the local robot device using the request 
processing logic described. For example, a TV could be 
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adapted to use voice recognition, or entry from a remote 
control to collect feedback , and could use an Internet 
link to send in the feedback and get back updated control 
databases. Given this distribution of task/domains and 
information flow, the technique works pretty much as 
described for Web searching/mapping (except that in the 
case of the TV it would vary with current programming, and 
preferably be adapted to changing its learning as the 
schedule changes). Furthermore, a post office zip code 
scanner could be adapted to receive feedback on routings 
that would be, for example, entered by local post offices 
or de liverymen, with computers or handheld devices (like 
UPS package tracking devices ) . Similar adaptation could 
be made to plant floor robots. 

It should also be noted, as outlined earlier that multiple 
distributed search/mapping services can be used to 
partition the learning process outlined here to more 
conveniently deal with large numbers of task/domains, or 
for reasons of scale, business competition, 
specialization, localized access to specific resource 
pools or databases, etc. These services could be 
coordinated for use as a distributed system, or used 
without any coordination by superimposing an over-arching 
metasearch service. 

To provide additional background on the feedback-learning 
techniques applied here, as a general matter, the present 
invention relates to a technique that collects experience 
(a knowledge base) from a mass population that is open 
ended or universal, either over all domains, or over some 
definable subject or interest domain or strata. This 
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represents a significant improvement over prior art 
learning techniques, which are generally limited in the 
scope of the population and extent of experience from 
which they draw their knowledge base . 

The technique of the present invention, in a preferred 
embodiment, uses the Internet to do this in a way that is 
powerful, economical, and far-reaching- The technique, in 
the preferred embodiment, uses the Internet to enable 
collection and maintenance of a far more complete 
knowledge base than has been used with any prior technique 
except Collaborative Filtering (CF) * 

In the present invention feedback learning is 
advantageously utilized, so that the information is not 
just collected, but refined based on feedback on the 
accuracy of prior inferences . 

In its broad sense the present invention constitutes a 
kind of "population cybernetics," in that the learning 
does not just collect a linear knowledge base, but uses a 
feedback loop control process to amplify and converge it 
based on the results of prior inferences, and that it 
works over an entire population that is open, infinite, 
and inclusive. This is in contrast to prior learning 
techniques, which draw on necessarily finite, closed 
populations . 

Some specific techniques applicable to collecting feedback 
data for use as described above are here described in 
further detail. In the preferred embodiment, when a link 
on a list of possibles is selected by the user, rather 
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than connect the user immediately to the chosen link, the 
finder server first redirects the user to a redirect 
server where feedback data relating to the selection can 
be gathered. One item of feedback that may be obtained in 
5 this manner is the very fact of the selection. Further 
feedback can be obtained by additional means, such as 
monitoring how long the user spends at the selected link, 
and by directly querying the user. 

The redirect linking technique uses the target URL as a 
server parameter within a composite URL to control the 
intermediate server parameter within the URL to control 
the intermediate server. The target URL is embedded as a 
server parameter within a URL that addresses the redirect 
server, and the URL parameter is used to control the 
intermediate server process. Thus a server is called with 
a first URL, which is a redirect URL that specifies the 
second URL, i.e., the target URL, as a parameter. For 
example 

http://redirector.com/redirector7queryl2345678/targetserve 
r.com/ targetpathl / targetpagel .htm 

where redirector.com is the intermediate server URL, 
queryl2345678 is a unique identifier of the user-query 
combination , and 

targetserver.com/targetpathl/targetpagel.htm 
is the target URL. The network ignores the parameter 
portion of the URL, which is passed as data to the server. 

The server acts on the parameter to perform desired 
intermediary processing, in this case, the logging of the 
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fact that this link was clicked in response to 
queryl2345678, and to redirect the user to the intended 
location specified by the second URL. The token 
queryl2345678 could be a unique identifier corresponding 
to a logged user-query entry, or it could be the actual 
query string. 

The delay required for the redirect provides the 
opportunity for additional user feedback to be solicited 
during the delay , and the connection to the targeted URL 
can be aborted if the user indicates that the target site 
is not the one he or she intended. In addition to using 
the redirect when a link is selected, the technique also 
preferably is used when an exact match is found, to 
provide a brief delay before connecting the user to the 
exact match, to present advertisements and to give the 
user the time to abort the connection. In any event, the 
user preferably is given the opportunity to provide 
feedback after connecting to any site, whether directly as 
a result of an exact match, or as a result of selecting 
from a linked possibles list. 

The redirect server of the present invention allows data 
to be gathered on each link as it is followed and 
redirected. The redirect link can be created in a simple 
static HTML. However, it is preferable to create the link 
dynamically for each user selection. 

The finder is setup to recognize the feedback function, 
possibly as a CGI or other gateway/API function, and 
invoke the appropriate function to parse the URL or other 
data (referer, cookies, etc.), extract the target URL and 
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feedback information for processing, and return a page 
containing a redirect (or use framing or other means) to 
take the user to the desired target. 

5 Further techniques are applicable so that correction after 
arrival at a wrong site can be made relatively painless by 
allowing a subsequent request to indicate an error in a 
way that ties to the prior request and adds information. 
For example a request, guessfinder.com/lionking, that 

10 located the movie but was meant to find the play could be 
corrected by entering guessfinder.com/lionking/play. A 
more efficient coding might explicitly indicate an error, 
such as. guessfinder .com/ I /lionking/play . Even with the 
error, this would be quicker and easier than conventional 

15 methods. Note that this example was illustrated with the 
direct URL coding techniques described below. Similar 
post-arrival corrections can be made with other user 
interface techniques, such as a frame header that includes 
appropriate user interface controls to report feedback, 

20 much as conventional search engines allow for "refinement" 
of prior searches. 

Correction in-flight can be achieved by using the existing 
visibility of the redirect page, or enhancing it. When a 

25 redirect page is received by a user's browser, it appears 
for a short time (as specified with an HTML refresh 
parameter) while the target page is being obtained. In 
addition to affording a way to optionally present 
revenue-generating (interstitial) advertising content, 

30 that page preferably lists the redirection target, as well 
as alternatives, allowing the user to see the resolution 
in time to interrupt it. This is most useful with a 
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browser that permits a redirect to be stopped in 
mid-stream by clicking the stop button, leaving the 
redirect page on display, and allowing a correct selection 
among alternative links to be made. Alternately, a 
5 multi-frame (multi-pane) display could be used to allow a 
control frame to remain visible while the target page is 
loading in a results frame. 

As noted above, the embodiment of the inventive techniques 

10 that has been primarily described applies group feedback 
to the individual's personal search tasks to gain the 
benefits of the experience of a large population of users. 
The same methods can also be used throughout on a single 
user basis, using that individual's feedback alone. Group 

15 feedback will be more extensive than individual feedback, 
and can anticipate the user's needs based on the 
experience of others in areas for which no individual 
feedback has yet been obtained, but in some cases 
individual feedback may be more accurately matched to a 

20 user's intent, especially in cases where a user is doing 
repeated searches or searches similar to those seen 
previously. Thus alternate embodiments would apply these 
techniques based on the individual data alone to do 
learning for that user. A preferred embodiment would apply 

25 both levels of feedback in combination, using weighting 
techniques to obtain a composite preference score that 
factors in both group and individual feedback. Such 
weightings could be fixed, adjustable by users, or varied 
based on various heuristics such as one based on the 

30 relative amounts of each kind of feedback, one based on 

the degree to which a given user is found to be typical or 
unusual relative to the population, or some combination of 
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such factors. Such a combined technique would apply the 
same core mechanisms to collect and retain feedback data, 
and would apply the most detailed and complete level of 
feedback to the learning process. 

A further extension that exploits individual and group 
feedback is to use collaborative filtering techniques 
applied to the search behavior data described above to 
find sets of users who are similar to the current user, 
and to weight the feedback from those users 
preferentially. Such CF methods could determine similarity 
across many task/domains, or within a single task/domain, 
or a weighted combination of both. This could further 
exploit the available data by considering and effectively 
weighting experience outside the immediate task/domain, as 
well as subsets of experience within the immediate 
task/domain. 

Related refinements could segregate user groups according 
to any of a variety of measures of authority or expertise 
in the relevant task/domain. Such measures of authority 
could be externally derived, or based on inferred 
relationships (much like the authority rankings in the 
Google and Clever search systems). Weightings can be 
applied both to the authority of individual feedback, and 
to the authority (or imputed value) of target pages. A 
preferred embodiment of the latter would take the 
Google/Clever approaches that use the number of links to a 
page as an authority weighting factor, and preferentially 
weighting links from other pages determined to be in the 
relevant task/domain based on searcher feedback. Current 
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systems attempt to segregate authorities into topics , but 
do not apply user/searcher feedback to that effort. 

In addition to the applications listed above, the methods 
5 described here for applying population cybernetics with 
task/domain segmentation may be applied to many other 
activities , such as those which may fall into the broad 
category of artificial intelligence. Natural language 
translation is one such task. Here the discrete decisions 

10 of translation are analogous to the robot translation 
examples above, with the segmented task/domain indexes 
having correspondence to the alternative dictionaries, 
grammars, and semantic nets that may be applied in NL 
translation tasks, but the discrete decisions have a 

15 different time pattern, in that a full translation (many 
decisions) may typically be done at once, and feedback 
then is gained in batches, first from an original 
translator/editor, then possibly from others. In this 
case, the translation of a work would be a task episode, 

20 and task/domain selections would relate to that episode 

(or to a hierarchy of sub-episodes for various sections of 
the work) . Additional feedback data would be stored to 
maintain details on those relationships. Subsequent 
translation editors and readers could review the result, 

25 and add their own corrections or adjustments, for which 
similar feedback would be tracked. This could enable the 
dictionaries to be extended with new translations or 
variant versions, and for weightings to learn which 
dictionary versions are most effective for which texts (as 

30 well as for various larger groupings of texts into corpi). 
Here again there can be continual refinement based on 
collective intelligence, and selective weighting by 
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assigned or inferred levels of authority (including 
certified translators, uncertified translators, and 
general readers ) . These techniques would apply not only to 
dictionary words and phrases, but also to grammars, 
5 semantic nets, alternative algorithms, etc.). Translators 
and readers could be shown a suggested translation, as 
well as possible alternatives, as described for searching 
above, either in a standard display with visible 
annotations, or based on some simple interaction such as a 

10 mouse-over to pop up alternatives, and solicited to 

indicate if an alternative is preferred. That individual 
might then see the translation version they specified, and 
other subsequent viewers might see a newly weighted 
translation version that reflects the added input. By 

15 using such techniques, a collaborative process of 

continual refinement based on collective intelligence can 
be applied at various levels up to an open ended set of 
translations of all content, such as on the entire 
Internet. Similarly, these techniques can be applied to 

20 other NL processing, and to other areas of AI. 



The above embodiments of the present invention have been 
described for purposes of illustrating how the invention 

25 may be made and used. The examples are relatively simple 
illustrations of the general nature of the many possible 
algorithms for applying task/domain information, semantic 
metadata, and feedback data that are possible. However, 
it should be understood that the present invention is not 

30 limited to the illustrated embodiments and that other 
variations and modifications of the invention and its 
various aspects will become apparent, after having read 
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this disclosure, to those skilled in the art, all such 
variations and modifications being contemplated as falling 
within the scope of the invention, which is defined by the 
appended claims. 
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WHAT IS CLAIMED IS: 

1. An apparatus for responding to a current user command 
associated with one of a plurality of task/domains, the 
apparatus comprising: 

means for storing cumulative feedback data gathered 
from multiple users during previous operations of the 
apparatus and segregated in accordance with the plurality 
of task/domains; 

means for determining the current task/domain with 
which the current user command is associated; 

means for determining a current response to the 
current user command on the basis of that portion of the 
stored cumulative feedback data associated with the 
current task/domain; 

means for communicating to the user the current 
response ; and 

means for receiving from the user current feedback 
data regarding the current response, 

wherein the current feedback data is added to the 
cumulative feedback data stored in said storing means and 
associated with the current task/domain. 

2* An apparatus according to Claim 1, wherein the 
current task/domain determining means determines the 
current user task/domain by asking the user. 

3. An apparatus according to Claim l f wherein the 
current task/domain determining means determines the 
current user task/domain by inferring the current user 
task/domain from at least one of past and current user 
behavior . 
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4. An apparatus according to Claim 1, wherein: 

the apparatus is a server on a wide area network , 
the commands from the user comprise one of a search 

term for a discovery searching task/domain and a signifier 

for a signifier mapping task/domain , and 

the current task/domain determining means determines 

which of the task/domains is currently intended by asking 

the user. 

5. An apparatus according to Claim 1, wherein: 

the apparatus is a server on a wide area network, 
the commands from the user comprise one of a search 

term for one of a set of discovery searching task/domains 

and a signifier for one of a set of signifier mapping 

task/domains, and 

the current task/domain determining means determines 

which of the task/domains is currently intended by asking 

the user. 

6. An apparatus according to Claim l r wherein: 

the apparatus is a server on a wide area network, 
the commands from the user comprise one of a search 

term for a discovery searching task/domain and a signifier 

for a signifier mapping task/domain, and 

the current task/domain determining means determines 

which of the task/domains is currently intended by 

examining at least one of past and current user behavior. 

7 . A method for responding to a current user command 
associated with one of a plurality of task/domains, 
comprising: 



WO 02/19167 



PCTYUS01/26143 



- 55 - 

determining the current task/ domain with which the 
current user command is associated; 

determining a current response to the current user 
command on the basis of previously gathered and stored 
feedback data associated with the current task/domain; 

communicating to the user the current response; 

receiving from the user current feedback data 
regarding the current response; and 

storing the current feedback data, 

wherein the stored current feedback data is added to 
cumulative feedback data gathered and stored during 
previous iterations of the method and associated with the 
current task/domain. 

8. A method according to Claim 7, wherein the current 
user task/domain is determined by asking the user. 

9. A method according to Claim 7 , wherein the current 
task/domain is determined by inferring the task/domain 
from at least one of past and current user behavior. 

10. A method according to Claim 7 , wherein: 

the method is performed by an apparatus functioning 
as a server on a wide area network, 

the commands from the user comprise one of a search 
term for a discovery searching task/domain and a signif ier 
for a signif ier mapping task/domain, and 

the intended current task/domain is determined by 
asking the user. 
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lL A method according to Claim 7 , wherein: 

the method is performed by an apparatus functioning 
as a server on a wide area network, 

the commands from the user comprise one of a search 
term for a discovery searching task/domain and a signifier 
for a signifier mapping task/domain, and 

the intended current task/domain is determined by 
examining at least one of past and current user behavior. 

12 . A computer-readable storage medium storing program 
code executable by a program-controlled apparatus, said 
code being operable" to cause the apparatus to: 

determine the current task/domain with which the 
current user command is associated; 

determine a current response to the current user 
command on the basis of previously gathered and stored 
feedback data associated with the current task/domain; 

communicate to the user the current response; 

receive from the user current feedback data regarding 
the current response; and 

store the current feedback data, 

wherein the stored current feedback data is added to 
cumulative feedback data gathered and stored during 
previous executions of the code and associated with the 
current task/domain. 

13. A computer-readable medium according to Claim 12, 
wherein the current user task/domain is determined by 
asking the user. 
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14. A computer- readable medium according to Claim 12 , 
wherein the current task/domain is determined by inferring 
the task/domain from at least one of past and current user 
behavior . 

15. A computer-readable medium according to Claim 12 , 
wherein : 

the apparatus functions as a server on a wide area 
network, 

the commands from the user comprise one of a search 
term for a discovery searching task/domain and a signifier 
for a signifier mapping task/domain, and 

the intended current task/domain is determined by 
asking the user. 

16. A computer-readable medium according to Claim 12, 
wherein : 

the apparatus functions as a server on a wide area 
network, 

the commands from the user comprise one of a search 
term for a discovery searching task/domain and a signifier 
for a signifier mapping task/domain, and 

the intended current task/domain is determines by 
examining at least one of past and current user behavior. 

17. An apparatus for responding to a current user command 
associated with one of a plurality of task/domains, the 
apparatus comprising: 

a digital storage device that stores cumulative 
feedback data gathered during previous operations of the 
apparatus and segregated in accordance with the plurality 
of task/domains; 
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a first digital logic device that determines the 
current task/domain with which the current user command is 
associated; 

a second digital logic device that determines a 
current response to the current user command on the basis 
of that portion of the stored cumulative feedback data 
associated with the current task/domain; 

a first communication interface that communicates to 
the user the current response; and 

a second communication interface that receives from 
the user current feedback data regarding the current 
response, 

wherein the current feedback data is added to the 
cumulative feedback data stored in said digital storage 
device and associated with the current task/domain. 

18. An apparatus according to Claim 17, wherein the first 
digital logic device determines the current user 
task/domain by asking the user. 

19. An apparatus according to Claim 17 , wherein the first 
digital logic device determines the current user 
task/domain by inferring the current user task/domain from 
at least one of past and current user behavior. 

20. An apparatus according to Claim 17 , wherein: 

the apparatus is a server on a wide area network, 
the commands from the user comprise one of a search 

term for a discovery searching task/domain and a signifier 

for a signifier mapping task/domain, and 

the first digital logic device determines which of 

the task/domains is currently intended by asking the user. 
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21. An apparatus according to Claim 17, wherein: 

the apparatus is a server on a wide area network, 
the commands from the user comprise one of a search 

term for a discovery searching task/domain and a signifier 

for a signifier mapping task/domain, and 

the first digital logic device determines which of 

the task/domains is currently intended by examining at 

least one of past and current user behavior. 

22. A method of locating items containing language using 
a particular vocabulary, said method comprising: 

crawling nodes on a network to extract from the nodes 
identifiers for each of a plurality of vocabularies; 

compiling an index of the extracted vocabulary 
identifiers; 

receiving a command associated with an item using one 
of the plurality of vocabularies; and 

finding, using the index of vocabulary identifiers, 
the items using the one vocabulary. 

23. A method according to Claim 22, wherein the network 
is the World Wide Web. 

24. A search server for finding items in response to user 
search requests, the server having access to index tables 
that include identification data on any vocabulary, schema 
or DTD that may be specified as defining semantics of the 
item, for each indexed item for which such a specification 
is made, the server comprising: 

means for determining a current task/domain with 
which a current user search request is associated; and 



WO 02/19167 PCT7US01/26143 

- 60 - 

means for weighting possible responses to the search 
request so as to favor those for which the determined 
current task/domain corresponds to the specified 
vocabulary schema or DTD of the item. 

25. A search server according to Claim 24 , wherein the 
current task/domain determining means determines the 
current user task/domain implicitly by inference using 
matching, or semantic analysis or other natural language 
understanding techniques to identify related terms and 
categories drawing on knowledge of the vocabularies, 
schema or DTDs specified in the target items. 

26. A search server according to Claim 24, wherein the 
current task/domain determining means determines the 
current user task/domain by asking the user. 

27. A search server according to Claim 24, wherein the 
current task/domain determining means determines the 
current user task/domain by asking the user to specify 
semantic metadata to be found in the target item. 

28. A search server according to Claim 24, wherein the 
current task/domain determining means determines the 
current user task/domain by asking the user to specify a 
vocabulary, schema, or DTD that corresponds to the 
task/domain. 
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29. A search server according to Claim 24, wherein the 
current task/domain determining means determines the 
current user task/domain by inferring the current user 
task/domain from at least one of past and current user 
behavior . 

30. A search server according to Claim 24 f wherein: 
the server is a server on a wide area network, 

the commands from the user comprise one of a search 
term for a discovery searching task/domain and a signifier 
for a signifier mapping task/domain, and 

the current task/domain determining means determines 
which of the task/domains is currently intended by asking 
the user. 

31. A search server according to Claim 24, wherein: 
the server is a server on a wide area network, 

the commands from the user comprise one of a search 
term for one of a set of discovery searching task/domains 
and a signifier for one of a set of signifier mapping 
task/domains , and 

the current task/domain determining means determines 
which of the task/domains is currently intended by asking 
the user. 

32. A search server according to Claim 24, wherein: 
the server is a server on a wide area network, 

the commands from the user comprise one of a search 
term for a discovery searching task/domain and a signifier 
for a signifier mapping task/domain, and 
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the current task/domain determining means determines 
which of the task/domains is currently intended by 
examining at least one of past and current user behavior. 

33. A search server for finding items in response to user 
search requests, the items being preferred to be those 
that use a specified vocabulary, the server having access 
to index tables the extraction of which resulted in 
vocabulary identifications for each indexed item that may 
be specified as defining vocabulary of the item, for each 
indexed item for which such a specification is made, the 
server comprising: 

means for determining a current task/domain with 
which a current user search request is associated; and 

means for weighting possible responses to the search 
request so as to de-emphasize or exclude those for which 
the determined current task/domain does not correspond to 
the specified vocabulary of the item. 

34. A search server according to Claim 33, wherein the 
current task/domain determining means determines the 
current user task/domain by asking the user. 

35. A search server according to Claim 33, wherein the 
current task/domain determining means determines the 
current user task/domain by inferring the current user 
task/domain from at least one of past and current user 
behavior . 

36. A search server according to Claim 33, wherein: 
the server is a server on a wide area network, 
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the commands from the user comprise one of a search 
term for a discovery searching task/domain and a signifier 
for a signifier mapping task/domain, and 

the current task/domain determining means determines 
which of the task/domains is currently intended by asking 
the user. 

37. A search server according to Claim 33, wherein: 
the server is a server on a wide area network, 

the commands from the user comprise one of a search 
term for one of a set of discovery searching task/domains 
and a signifier for one of a set of signifier mapping 
task/domains , and 

the current task/domain determining means determines 
which of the task/domains is currently intended by asking 
the user. 

38. A search server according to Claim 33, wherein: 
the server is a server on a wide area network, 

the commands from the user comprise one of a search 
term for a discovery searching task/domain and a signifier 
for a signifier mapping task/domain, and 

the current task/domain determining means determines 
which of the task/domains is currently intended by 
examining past and current user behavior. 
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